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o
CONSUMERS PURCHASED about as many
new and existing houses in 1956 as in 1955,
but somewhat fewer major household goods,
according to the Survey of Consumer Fi-
nances. Purchases of new and used auto-
mobiles declined sharply from the record
levels established in 1955, but exceeded
those in any earlier year. In dollar amounts,
purchasers of houses, automobiles, and
major household equipment spent more in
1956 on the average than a year earlier.
1
The number of consumers owning homes
and automobiles increased from 1955 to
1956, continuing the steady rise that has
prevailed throughout most of the postwar
period. The number of home owners in-
creased about two-fifths from early 1949 to
early 1957, and the proportion of all spend-
ing units owning homes increased from 44 to
54 per cent.
2
Automobile ownership has also become
1 This is the second of a series of articles presenting
the findings of the 1957 Survey of Consumer Finances
conducted by the Board of Governors of the Federal
Reserve System in cooperation with the Survey Re-
search Center of the University of Michigan. The
first article appeared in the March Federal Reserve
BULLETIN. The present article was prepared by Al-
fred P. Johnson of the Consumer Credit and Finances
Section of the Board's Division of Research and
Statistics. Work at the Survey Research Center was
under the supervision of James N. Morgan.
2 A spending unit, as defined in the Survey, consists
of all related persons living together who pool their
incomes. Husband and wife and children under 18
living at home are always considered to be members
of the same spending unit. Other related persons in
the household are separate spending units if they earn
more than $15 per week and do not pool their in-
comes.
more widespread. The proportion both of
spending units owning one car and of those
owning two or more cars increased sub-
stantially from early 1949 to early 1957.
Early this year, consumers not only owned
a larger number of cars, but owned on the
average much newer and better equipped
cars than in early 1949.
Consumer purchases of homes, auto-
mobiles, and household durable goods dur-
ing the last decade have been accompanied
by a sharp rise in consumer debt. The pro-
portion of all spending units with mortgage
debt increased from one-fifth to three-tenths
from early 1949 to early 1957, while the
proportion with short- and intermediate-term
consumer instalment debt rose from one-
fifth to almost one-half. The average debt
owed also rose markedly.
HOUSES
About 5 per cent of all nonfarm spending
units purchased houses for their own oc-
cupancy in 1956, according to the Survey
of Consumer Finances. Two-thirds of these
purchases were existing houses. One-third
of the consumers who bought new and exist-
ing houses in 1956 sold another house at the
time of the purchase. These consumers
bought higher priced houses than other pur-
chasers. As might be expected, the propor-
tion that sold another house at time of pur-
chase increased with the age and income of
the head of the spending unit.
The median (middlemost) income of
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purchasers of new and existing homes in
1956 was $5,640. Purchasers paid a
median price of $12,000, compared with a
median price of $10,000 in 1955. As in
other recent years, more than four-fifths of
the purchasers incurred mortgage debt. In
early 1957, the median mortgage debt of
1956 purchasers who used credit was
$8,500.
8
Changes in the market for houses. Through-
out most of the period since World War II
the demand for housing has been at high
levels. One factor underlying this demand
has been the backlog of housing needs car-
ried over from the depressed 1930's and the
war years of the 1940's. Population in-
creases, a high rate of family formation,
mobility of families, movement to larger,
better equipped homes, access to mortgage
credit on liberal terms, and rising consumer
incomes have also been important.
TABLE 1
INCOME OF NONFARM SPENDING UNITS AND HOUSE












































1 Income refers to total money income before taxes. Figures are
based on average income for 1947-49 and for 1954-56, with those for
1947-49 converted to 1954-56 dollars by adjusting reported incomes
in accordance with changes in the Bureau of Labor Statistics index
of consumer prices.
2 Includes purchases of new and existing houses.
3 Interpolated from bracket amounts.
The upward shift in income distributions
of all nonfarm spending units and of house
purchasers, shown in Table 1, has been asso-
ciated with the general rise in consumer
income. After allowing for changes in the
level of consumer prices, the proportion of
all nonfarm spending units receiving the
equivalent of $5,000 or more in 1954-56
dollars increased from one-fifth in 1947-49
to almost two-fifths in 1954-56.
Purchasers of nonfarm houses in the
1954-56 period also had substantially larger
incomes than their counterparts in the early
postwar period, measured in terms of 1954-
56 dollars. The proportion of house pur-
chasers with incomes, thus measured, of
$5,000 and over increased from one-third in
1947-49 to three-fifths in 1954-56.
4
Prices (in current dollars) of new and
existing houses have increased markedly
since the early postwar period. Table 2
shows that only one-fourth of the spending
units that purchased houses in 1947-49 paid
$10,000 or more, compared with about
three-fifths of all nonfarm spending units
that purchased houses during 1954-56. The
price advance has differed for new and
existing houses. In the new house market,
higher prices have reflected steady increases
in construction costs, which totaled about
one-fourth between 1948 and 1956, and
the building of larger, better equipped
houses. For existing houses, most of the
price rise occurred between 1947 and 1952;
since then existing house prices have shown
relatively little change.
8 It should be emphasized that the data relating to
house purchasers in 1956 are based on an extremely
small sample and, therefore, that the sampling errors
associated with these estimates are relatively large.
4 House purchase estimates for any one year are
subject to relatively large sampling errors because of
the small number of house purchasers included in the
Survey sample for each year. In order to reduce
sampling errors somewhat, data for house purchasers
were combined and averages for two periods—1947-49
and 1954-56—were used. The house purchase esti-
mates were based on about 450 cases in each 3-year
period.
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TABLE 2
HOUSE PURCHASES CLASSIFIED BY PRICE AND
MORTGAGE DEBT, 1947-49 AND 1954-56
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1 Figures are based on averages of estimates of new and existing
house prices and mortgage debt in 1947-49 and 1954-56. Debt is
mortgage debt outstanding at time of interview (early in the year
following year of purchase).
2 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
3 Amount assigned, not determined in interview.
4 Interpolated from bracket amounts.
Larger mortgage debts were incurred by
nonfarm house purchasers in 1954-56 than
in 1947-49. About three-tenths of the pur-
chasers in the recent period incurred mort-
gage debt of $10,000 or more, compared
with less than one-tenth in the earlier period.
The expansion in the amount of mortgage
debt incurred is related to the increase in
house prices as well as to the more liberal
downpayment and maturity provisions in
effect during the recent period.
Changes in housing status. The large
number of houses constructed and sold dur-
ing recent years has brought about a marked
change in the housing arrangements of con-
sumers. The proportion of all nonfarm
spending units owning homes increased
from 44 per cent in early 1949 to 54 per
cent in early 1957, and the number of homes
owned rose from 20 to 28 million,
5
The recent growth in home ownership
was concentrated largely among spending
units with incomes of $5,000 or more in
1956 dollars. In early 1957, 79 per cent
of all nonfarm spending units with incomes
of $7,500 or more, and 64 per cent of those
with incomes of $5,000-$7,499, were home
owners, as shown in the chart. The cor-
responding figures in early 1949 were 69 per
cent and 55 per cent. In part as a result of
the movement of spending units into higher
income groups from early 1949 to early
1957, consumers with incomes of $5,000
or more owned more than one-half of all
nonfarm houses early this year, compared
with only three-tenths in the earlier period.
HOME OWNERSHIP
Percentage of income group








5 After allowing for conceptual differences, the
Survey of Consumer Finances estimate of the pro-
portion of all spending units owning homes in early
100
NOTE.—Income refers to total money income before taxes
in year preceding the Survey. Income for 1949 converted to
1956 dollars by adjusting reported incomes for changes in the
Bureau of Labor Statistics index of consumer prices.
Home ownership, in general, is related to
age as well as to level of income. Home
ownership increased from early 1949 to
early 1957 in all groups headed by persons
over 24 years of age. In the group headed
by persons 25-34 years of age the propor-
1957 corresponds closely with the proportion of
household units owning homes estimated in a survey
conducted by the Bureau of the Census in the sum-
mer of 1956. For a presentation of the findings of
the Census survey, see Consumer Instalment Credit
Series, Pt. 1, Growth and Import, vol. 2, supp. IV.
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tion of home owners increased over this
period from 3 to 4 in 10. A large propor-
tion of the purchasers in this group were
married couples with young children who
had been renting. This group also includes
a large proportion of veterans who have
been able in recent years to finance house
purchases on very favorable terms.
Home ownership in the group headed by
persons 35 to 44 years of age increased
from about 5 to 6 in 10 from early 1949 to
early 1957. This growth reflects in part
the satisfying of a backlog demand. Many
of the purchasers in this age group had been
unable to purchase houses earlier because
of depression or war.
Spending units headed by persons 55 or
more years of age also increased their owner-
ship of homes. About 7 in 10 of these
spending units reported owning a home in
early 1957, compared with about 6 in 10 in
early 1949. Growth in ownership among
this group probably reflects some expansion
in purchases as well as the retention of
homes for longer periods by spending units
who were already owners.
The increase in home ownership has been
accompanied by a decline in the propor-
tions of all nonfarm spending units renting
or living with relatives. In early 1957, 33
per cent of all nonfarm spending units
rented, compared with 38 per cent in early
1949. The proportion of nonfarm spending
units living with relatives declined from 14
to 9 per cent over this period. These
changes are significant in view of the fact
that undoubling was more important in the
immediate postwar period than after 1949;
by the early 1950's it had ceased to be a
major factor in the demand for housing.
Mortgage debt outstanding. In early 1957,
56 per cent of all home owners had mort-
gage debt, compared with 45 per cent in
early 1949 (see Supplementary Table 2).
Over this period the number of mortgaged
owner-occupied houses increased from 9
million to 16 million, and average mortgage
debt from $3,700 to $6,100. As indicated
earlier, the increase in mortgage debt reflects
the higher prices of houses in recent years
and the more liberal terms on which pur-
chases were made.
Mortgages have increased in size more
rapidly than house values. In early 1957,
almost 5 in 10 mortgages equaled 50 per
cent or more of the owners' estimates of
home value in contrast with less than 4 in
10 in early 1949.
The presence or absence of mortgage
debt is related to period of ownership; and
if there is debt, the ratio of debt to value is
also related to period of ownership. The
length of the period of ownership, in turn, is
related to the age of the owner. In early
1957 more than four-fifths of the home
owners under 35 years of age had a mort-
gage, and seven-tenths of those with a
mortgage had debt-value ratios of 50 per
cent or more. The frequency of mortgage
debt and the ratio of debt to value declined
as the age of the owner increased. Only
one-sixth of the owners 65 or more years of
age had mortgage debt, and most of these
had debt-value ratios of 50 per cent or less.
The fact that consumers in the upper age
brackets have little or no debt reflects sev-
eral factors. Older persons have generally
owned their homes for some time and have
therefore retired a larger proportion of their
debt than younger owners. Those who
have only recently purchased homes had fre-
quently sold homes in conjunction with the
new purchases. Also, older purchasers may
have greater difficulty in obtaining long-
term credit.
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AUTOMOBILES
Consumers purchased a substantially smaller
number of cars in 1956 than in 1955 but
more than in any other year. Purchases of
used cars declined somewhat less than pur-
chases of new automobiles, but the decline
in both segments of the market was wide-
spread (see Supplementary Table 9). Con-
sumer expenditures for automobiles declined
less from 1955 to 1956 than the number of
units sold, however, as a result of a moderate
increase in the mean (average) expenditure
per new automobile.
Purchases. About 9 per cent of all spend-
ing units purchased new cars, and 15 per
cent purchased used cars in 1956, according
to the Survey of Consumer Finances.
8 The
mean price reported by purchasers of new
cars increased from $2,940 in 1955 to
$3,070 in 1956. The mean price reported
by used car purchasers—$800—was only
slightly higher than in 1955.
7
Over four-fifths of all new car purchasers
and one-half of all used car purchasers
traded in or sold cars in conjunction with
their 1956 purchases.
8 The differential be-
tween new and used car purchasers in the
9 Excluded are purchases by transients, residents of
institutions, and personnel living on military bases as
well as purchases by business and government.
Cars purchased during 1956 but disposed of before
interview time are also excluded. In instances in
which a consumer purchased more than one car during
the year and retained two or more, only the most ex-
pensive car purchased was included in these Survey
purchase tabulations.
7 Survey data on car prices are based on amounts
reported as being paid by car purchasers. Such
prices often overstate the prices actually effective be-
cause of the widespread practice of dealers of "over-
allowing" on cars traded in. For a discussion of
over-allowances on trade-ins in the 1954 and 1955
new car market, see Consumer Instalment Credit
Series, Pt. IV, Financing New Car Purchases.
8 In order to simplify discussion, the term "trade-
ins" as used here should be interpreted to mean
sales of previously owned cars as well as trade-ins.
The same usage applies in the discussion of purchases
of household equipment.
frequency of trade-ins reflects in part a dif-
ference in the age of the purchasers. Only
5 per cent of the new car purchasers in
1956 were between the ages of 18 and 24,
whereas about 20 per cent of the used car
purchasers were in this age group. Many
of the younger purchasers were probably
entering the market for the first time and
had no car to trade in.
The mean net outlay—that is, purchase
price minus allowance for the trade-in—of
all used car purchasers was $620 in 1956,
about the same as in the preceding year.
The mean net outlay of all new car pur-
chasers, however, rose from $1,900 to
$2,010.
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The net outlay of all new car purchasers
has increased steadily since 1951, as shown
in the chart. The rise in mean net outlay
of approximately 40 per cent over this
period reflects consumer purchases of cars
with additional optional equipment, trading
up to higher priced models, and increases
in prices of equivalent cars. The mean net
outlay of used car buyers increased only 10
per cent from 1951 to 1956.
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Method of financing. In 1956 about
three-fifths of the buyers of new and used
cars financed their purchases in part by
some form of credit, as shown in Table 3.
The proportion of credit buyers of both new
and used cars increased sharply throughout
the early postwar period. Since 1953, the
proportion of credit buyers has increased
somewhat further for new cars, while for
used cars it has remained relatively stable
at about 60 per cent.
9
TABLE 3
METHOD OF FINANCING AUTOMOBILES, 1956








Credit plus trade-in or sale
Credit plus cash


































1 Includes credit purchases for which details were not ascertained.
2 Includes cases in which automobiles were received as gifts or as
payment in kind.
The number of spending units with auto-
mobile debt increased about one-third
from early 1954 to early 1957. This in-
crease reflects in part the liberal credit
terms and the high rates of automobile sales
9 Survey of Consumer Finances data relating to
year-to-year changes in the proportion of new and
used car buyers using credit are subject to relatively
large sampling errors. The estimates for any one
year, however, provide an approximation of the pro-
portion of car buyers using credit, and correspond
generally with data from other sources.
in 1955 and 1956. The increased number
of consumers with auto debt, combined with
a higher average debt, has been reflected in
a substantial rise in the volume of auto-
mobile credit outstanding, particularly in
1955.
Cash and credit purchasers of new cars.
In 1956 cash purchasers of new cars re-
ported paying a mean price of $3,380, com-
pared with $3,000 for credit buyers. The
differential in prices of cars purchased re-
flects in part differences in incomes. Almost
one-half of all cash purchasers had incomes
of $10,000 or more, but only one-tenth of
the credit purchasers had such incomes.
About 8 in 10 of the cash buyers and
about 9 in 10 of the credit buyers of new
cars traded in cars at the time of their 1956
purchases. Cash buyers of new cars re-
ported receiving on the average about
$1,500 for their trade-ins, compared with
$1,075 for credit purchasers. Even after
deducting the amount allowed on their
trade-ins, about three-fifths of all cash pur-
chasers of new cars reported net outlays of
$2,000 or more, compared with two-fifths
of the credit purchasers of new cars.
For about one-half of the credit pur-
chasers with trade-ins, the car traded in
apparently met the dealer's downpayment
requirement and no cash payment was made.
The other credit purchasers made addi-
tional cash downpayments averaging $600.
About one-third of the spending units that
purchased new cars on credit last year re-
ported that the original amount of debt in-
curred was $2,000 or more.
Cash and credit purchasers of used cars.
In 1956 cash purchasers of used cars re-
ported paying a mean price of $560, com-
pared with $980 for credit buyers. The
incomes of cash and credit purchasers of
used cars differed only slightly. About three-
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fifths of both the cash and credit buyers of
used cars had incomes of less than $5,000,
and about one-fourth had incomes of less
than $3,000. The lower price reported for
cash purchases of used cars reflects the
older average age of the cars purchased.
About 7 in 10 of the credit purchasers
and 4 in 10 of the cash purchasers of used
cars traded in cars at the time of their
1956 purchases. Credit buyers of used
cars who traded in cars reported receiving
on the average about $340 for their trade-
ins, which was slightly more than cash
buyers received.
In 1956 about two-fifths of the credit
purchasers and seven-tenths of the cash
purchasers of used cars reported net out-
lays of less than $500. Two-fifths of the
cash purchasers, moreover, reported net
outlays of less than $250. Spending units
without trade-ins had smaller net outlays on
the average than those with trade-ins. This
would indicate that most of the cash pur-
chasers of used cars without trade-ins bought
very old cars. The undesirability of these
older cars as collateral, in combination with
the low incomes of many of the purchasers,
tends to limit the availability of credit on
reasonable terms.
About one-half of the credit buyers of
used cars made no cash payment at time of
purchase. Almost all such purchasers, how-
ever, traded in a car. Credit purchasers
who made a cash downpayment paid on
the average about $200. About one-half
of the credit buyers of used cars reported
original debt amounting to less than $500.
Maturities. According to the Survey of
Consumer Finances, about one-fifth of the
spending units that incurred instalment debt
on new automobiles during 1956 reported
original maturities of 31-36 months, two-
fifths reported maturities of 25-30 months,
and one-third reported maturities of 24
months or less. The average maturity was
somewhat longer in 1956 than in 1955.
Other sources indicate that maturities in-
creased only slightly in 1956, after length-
ening considerably during 1955.
Maturities on instalment contracts are
considerably shorter for used cars than for
new cars. About two-fifths of the buyers
that incurred debt on used cars during 1956
reported original maturities of 12 months
or less, one-half reported maturities of 13-
24 months, and only one-tenth reported
maturities over 24 months.
The frequency of credit use as well as the
original maturity associated with instalment
debt incurred on used cars in 1956 varied
with the price of the car and the age of the
purchaser. Only three-tenths of all pur-
chasers of used cars priced under $500 used
instalment credit, compared with more than
three-fourths of those who purchased cars
priced at $1,000 or more. Almost two-
thirds of instalment credit contracts on cars
priced under $500 had original maturities
of 12 months or less, compared with less
than one-tenth on cars priced at $1,000 or
more. Maturities generally tended to be
shorter for buyers in the youngest age
brackets, reflecting the lower prices and
older age of the cars purchased. The shorter
maturities also reflected the lower average
income of this group compared with other
groups.
Automobile ownership. The high level of
production and sales of new automobiles
since World War II has expanded greatly
the ownership of automobiles. According
to Survey data, consumers owned about 46
million cars in early 1957, compared with
27 million in early 1949. In early 1957
about 72 per cent of all spending units
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owned at least one automobile, and 10 per
cent owned two or more. The correspond-
ing figures for early 1949 were 51 per cent
and 3 per cent.
1
0
All income groups have increased their
ownership of automobiles over this period.
The proportion of spending units owning at
least one automobile increased somewhat
more among consumers with incomes of
less than $7,500 than among consumers
with incomes above that level, where the
incidence of ownership was already high.
The proportion of spending units with in-
comes of $7,500 or more owning two or
more cars increased from 18 to 30 per cent
from early 1949 to early 1957.
The growth in automobile ownership
from early 1949 to early 1957 has been ac-
companied by a decline in the average age
of cars owned. Early this year, almost one-
half of the cars owned were 4 years old or
less, and only one-tenth were 10 or more
years old. In contrast, three-tenths of the
automobiles owned in early 1949 were 4
years old or less, and one-half were 10 or
more years old. The older average age of
cars in early 1949, compared with early
1957, was due mainly to the limitations on
production of automobiles during the war
and early postwar years.
About two-thirds of the cars owned by
consumers with incomes of $7,500 or more
were 4 years old or younger in both early
1949 and early 1957. Early this year all
lower income groups, however, owned sub-
stantially larger proportions of cars in this
age group. In both early 1949 and early
1957, most of the cars 10 years of age and
over were owned by spending units with
1
0 Data include only automobiles owned by con-
sumers in the Survey population; cars owned by tran-
sients, military personnel, business, and government
are excluded.
incomes of less than $3,000. About one-
fifth of the cars owned by consumers in this
group were 10 or more years old in early
1957 compared with three-fifths in early
1949.
HOUSEHOLD DURABLE GOODS
During 1956 an estimated 24 million units
or about 43 per cent of all spending units
purchased at least one major household
durable good. The estimated total spent
on such goods in 1956 was somewhat higher
than in the preceding year. The rise in
these expenditures reflected an increase in
the average expenditure per purchaser that
more than offset a moderate decline in the
number of consumers purchasing furniture
and major household appliances.
Almost all income groups reported fewer
purchases of household durable goods in
1956 than in the preceding year. The
proportion of all spending units reporting
purchases of washing machines in 1956 was
somewhat larger than in 1955, but the
proportions purchasing furniture, television
sets, and refrigerators declined (see Sup-
plementary Table 19).
Average amounts paid for refrigerators,
washing machines, and furniture rose some-
what from 1955 to 1956. The median ex-
penditure reported for television sets, how-
ever, declined to a new low.
Data relating to consumers' net outlays
for household durable goods are presented
for the first time in the 1957 Survey. The
difference between the total expenditure and
net outlay by purchasers of household
durable goods is relatively small. This is
understandable, however, since only about
one-fifth of all buyers reported that a trade-
in was associated with a purchase, and the
amount received by consumers with trade-
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ins was typically small relative to total ex-
penditures.
 n
Characteristics of purchasers. As in other
years, income, age, and marital status were
among the most significant factors influenc-
ing both the frequency and size of consumer
expenditures on household durable goods.
The importance of the latter two character-
istics is apparent when consumers are classi-
fied according to number of years married.
PURCHASES OF
HOUSEHOLD DURABLE GOODS, 1956














NOTE.—Net outlay is the amount spent after deduction for
trade-in or sale. Not married refers to spending units headed
by persons unmarried, widowed, separated, or divorced.
Persons recently married bought durable
goods with greater frequency and in larger
volume than other consumers, as shown in
the chart. Recently married couples, as
they establish new households, frequently
make substantial purchases of basic equip-
ment such as furniture, refrigerators, and
1
1 It is difficult to determine whether, for identical
items of household equipment, the net outlays of con-
sumers with trade-ins are less than those without
trade-ins. Prices for comparable items may vary con-
siderably, and the seller may be willing to dispose of
his product at any one of a number of prices. Trade-
in allowances probably reflect in part discounts from
original asking prices.
stoves. About two-thirds of the couples
married less than three years bought at
least one major household item and two-
fifths of the buyers reported net outlays of
$500 or more.
Demand for household durable goods re-
mains high for a relatively long period after
marriage, although there are changes in the
types of goods purchased. More than one-
half of the consumers married between 3
and 20 years purchased at least one durable
good, but only one-fourth of the buyers had
net outlays of $500 or more. Persons mar-
ried more than 20 years purchased less
frequently. At this point, needs tend to
diminish as children marry or depart from
the household for other reasons. Older
married consumers, moreover, probably
own many items of household equipment.
If income declines, as it frequently does
when retirement is reached, consumers may
not replace some household goods even
though they are not in the best state of
repair.
Persons not married bought major durable
goods less frequently than any other group
and spent less for such goods. Many per-
sons in this group either live with relatives
or occupy furnished quarters, and have little
need for many types of household goods.
The frequency of purchase of major
household goods and the average net outlay
increased as income increased. About one-
fifth of the spending units with incomes of
less than $2,000 purchased one or more
items of household equipment, compared
with one-half of the units with incomes from
$5,000 to $6,000, and almost three-fifths of
those with incomes of $10,000 and over.
The average net outlay ranged from $230
for purchasers in the lowest bracket (under
$2,000) to $600 for consumers in the
highest bracket ($10,000 and over).
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Financing of selected household goods.
Cash and credit purchasers of television sets,
washing machines, and refrigerators were
about evenly divided, as shown in Table
4. About one-fourth of the purchasers of
washing machines and refrigerators reported
a trade-in, compared with only about one-
sixth of the purchasers of television sets.
On the average, consumers trading in wash-
ing machines received somewhat less ($50)
than those trading in television sets ($60)
or refrigerators ($75).
TABLE 4
METHOD OF FINANCING SELECTED HOUSEHOLD
DURABLE GOODS, 1956



















































About two-fifths of the credit buyers of
television sets made no cash outlay; of these,
only about one-third reported a trade-in at
the time of the purchase. Of the credit pur-
chasers who paid some cash, two-thirds paid
$50 or less, and most of the others paid
between $50 and $100. About one-fifth of
all television purchasers who bought on
credit incurred debt of less than $150, while
two-thirds incurred debt of $150-$299, and
one-tenth incurred debt of $300 and over.
Consumers' financing of washing machines
and refrigerators followed a somewhat
similar pattern.
CONSUMER DEBT
Consumer indebtedness has risen sharply in
the postwar period. Major factors in this
expansion have been the large volume of
consumer purchases of houses and other
durable goods, accompanied by more wide-
spread use of credit and larger debts.
About two-thirds of all spending units re-
ported that they owed some debt other than
charge accounts in early 1957, according to
the Survey of Consumer Finances. About
8 per cent owed mortgage debt only, 23 per
cent owed mortgage and personal debt,
and 36 per cent owed personal debt only.
Mortgage debt was owed by a large propor-
tion of spending units with incomes of
$7,500 or more, while personal debt was
owed most frequently by consumers with in-
comes of $3,000 to $10,000. Personal
debt covered by the Survey includes all short-
and intermediate-term instalment and non-
instalment debt, except charge accounts.
Almost one-half of all spending units re-
ported owing some instalment debt early
this year. Most of the instalment debt out-
standing had been incurred in connection
with purchases of automobiles and house-
hold durable goods. These obligations, to-
gether with those for home improvement
and maintenance and for miscellaneous
purposes, were payable in regular monthly
or weekly instalments.
Instalment debts for two or more pur-
poses were owed by about one-fifth of all
spending units. One-tenth owed auto debt
only, and the same proportion owed house-
hold durables debt only (see Supplementary
Table 18).
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In early 1957 about one-third of the
spending units with instalment debt had
scheduled repayments equal to less than 10
per cent of their disposable income.
Another third had repayments equal to 10-
19 per cent, while most of the remaining
one-third were obligated to make repay-
ments amounting to 20-40 per cent of their
disposable income. These proportions were
about the same as a year earlier.
TECHNICAL NOTE
Approximate sampling errors of percent-
ages based on Survey information are given
in the accompanying tables. They reflect
computations of sampling errors for specific
statistics from the 1953 and 1954 Surveys
of Consumer Finances. The values in the
tables are conservative: they are larger than
specific sampling errors of many types of
Survey data.
Sampling errors represent only one source
of error that may affect Survey estimates. *
Nonsampling errors, such as reporting and
nonresponse errors, while not readily meas-
urable, may equal or exceed sampling errors.
A discussion of the factors affecting
sampling errors in the Survey of Consumer
Finances is available on request from the
Division of Research and Statistics, Board
APPROXIMATE SAMPLING ERRORS OF SURVEY FINDINGS
The"chances are 95 in 100 that the value being estimated lies within
a range equal to the reported percentage plus or minus the number












































1 Approximate size of sample, 1952-57.
1 For a discussion of the types of errors that may
affect Survey estimates, see the Technical Appendix
to the article, "Consumer Indebtedness," Federal Re-
serve BULLETIN for July, 1956.
of Governors of the Federal Reserve System,
Washington 25, D. C.
SAMPLING ERRORS OF DIFFERENCES
 1
Differences required for significance (95 per cent probability) in
comparisons of percentages derived from successive Surveys of Con-


























Size of sample or group
200 300 500 700 1,000 3,0002
For percentages from about 35 per cent





















































































1 The sampling error does not measure the actual error that is
involved in specific Survey measurements. It shows that—except
for nonsampling errors, errors in reporting, in interpretation, etc.—
differences larger than those found in the table will arise by chance
in only 5 cases in 100.
2 Approximate size of annual Survey sample, 1952-57.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 1
HOUSING STATUS OF NONFARM SPENDING UNITS, EARLY 1957 AND EARLY 1949












All nonfarm spending units















































































































































































































































1 Spending units that receive housing as part of compensation, live
temporarily in houses they have sold, etc.
2 Income refers to total money income for the year preceding the
designated Survey year. Income in 1949 was converted to 1956 dollars
by adjusting reported incomes in accordance with changes in the
Bureau of Labor Statistics consumer price index.
3 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 2
NONFARM HOUSES CLASSIFIED BY VALUE AND MORTGAGE DEBT






















































100 100 100 100 100 100
Median (thousands of dollars) .













1 As estimated by respondents early in year indicated, except that
houses purchased during preceding year were valued at purchase
price.
2 Assigned, if not determined in interview.
3 Early in year specified.
4 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
5 For mortgaged houses only.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 3
MORTGAGE DEBT WITHIN FAMILY INCOME GROUPS, EARLY 1957
[Percentage distribution of home-owning nonfarm families]




























































































1 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 4
MORTGAGE AND RENTAL PAYMENTS WITHIN FAMILY STATUS GROUPS, EARLY 1957 *











































































































































































* Payments are on a monthly basis. Payments of home owners
include taxes and insurance if included in regular mortgage payment;
payments of renters include charges for heat, gas, and electricity if
included in regular rental payment.
2 The spending unit containing the owner or lessee of the dwelling
is the primary spending unit.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 5
PRICES PAID FOR NONFARM HOUSES
 1







































3 Includes some spending units of types not covered in separate
categories or for which information was not obtained. 4 Insufficient number of cases to distribute.
5 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 6
FAMILY EXPENDITURES ON HOME IMPROVEMENT AND
MAINTENANCE









1 Purchasers of trailers are excluded in 1956 but included in other
years. Such purchasers account for about 5 per cent of all house
purchasers in any one year. If trailer purchasers had been included
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 7



























































































































































































1 Includes both new and used items except where otherwise specified.
2 For automobiles, refers to spending units that purchased during
the given year and still owned at time of interview.
3 Before deduction for trade-in.
4 Includes purchasers of items listed in opposite column and of
other major household appliances.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 8
PRICE PAID AND NET OUTLAY BY AUTOMOBILE PURCHASERS
[Percentage distribution of purchasers]




$2 000-$2 499 ... ...
$2 500-$2,999
$3,000-$3,499









$1 500-$l 999. . . .







































































































































































































i After deduction for trade-in or sale of automobile.
2 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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Group characteristic
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 9
AUTOMOBILE PURCHASES WITHIN VARIOUS GROUPS


















































































































































1 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
2 Survey regions are denned as follows: North East includes New
England, the Middle Atlantic States, and Delaware; North Central
includes West North Central and East North Central States; South
includes East South Central, West South Central, and South Atlantic
States other than Delaware; West includes Mountain and Pacific
Coast States.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 10
TRADE-INS AND SALES IN CONNECTION WITH AUTOMOBILE PURCHASES
[Percentage distribution of purchasers]
Type of transaction



































































1 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 11
AGE OF AUTOMOBILES BY INCOME OF OWNERS, EARLY 1957 AND EARLY 1949
 x
[Percentage distribution of automobiles within groups]

























































































1 Ownership of automobiles as of date of Survey. In early 1957
automobiles were classified for age as follows: 1 year or less—1956
and 1957 models; 2 or 3 years—1954 and 1955 models; 4 to 7 years—
1950, 1951, 1952, and 1953 models; more than 7 years—1949 models
and earlier. Similar classifications were used in previous Surveys.
Federal Reserve Bulletin: June 1957HOUSING AND DURABLE GOODS 643
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 12
AUTOMOBILE OWNERSHIP WITHIN INCOME AND AGE
GROUPS, EARLY 1957














































































































1 Includes units for which age was not ascertained.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 13
CREDIT PURCHASERS OF AUTOMOBILES AND OTHER
SELECTED DURABLE GOODS


































1 Includes items listed and other major appliances. Purchasers of
two items, one for credit and one for cash, were classified as credit
purchasers. Charge-account purchasers are excluded.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 14
EXPENDITURES FOR SELECTED DURABLE GOODS, 1956
































































1 Total expenditure less trade-in.
2 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 15
CONSUMER PLANS TO PURCHASE AUTOMOBILES AND
OTHER SELECTED DURABLE GOODS
 2

































1 Includes spending units planning definitely, probably, or possibly
to buy and those having already bought in Survey year.
2 Includes spending units planning purchases of items listed in-
dividually and other major household appliances.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 16
INSTALMENT DEBT WITHIN INCOME GROUPS, EARLY 1957
 1
[Percentage distribution of spending units]
































































































1 Excludes charge accounts, single-payment loans, mortgage debt,
and business debt.
2 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 17
TYPE OF DEBT WITHIN INCOME GROUPS, EARLY 1957
















































































































































1 Distribution of spending units by type of debt may not equal total
percentage indebted because of rounding.
2 Personal debt represents all short- and intermediate-term con-
sumer debt other than charge accounts; it excludes mortgage debt
and business debt.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 18
INSTALMENT DEBT COMPOSITION WITHIN INCOME AND LIQUID ASSET GROUPS, EARLY 1957















































































































































1 Distribution of spending units according to composition of debt
may not equal total percentage indebted because of rounding.
2 Other instalment debt includes nonmortgage debt for home im-
provement and maintenance and debt for miscellaneous purposes;
it excludes charge accounts, single-payment loans, mortgage debt,
and business debt.
3 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 19
PURCHASERS OF FURNITURE AND MAJOR HOUSEHOLD APPLIANCES WITHIN INCOME AND FAMILY STATUS GROUPS
[Purchasers as a percentage of spending units]
Group characteristic
All spending units












Age 45 and over
Married:
2
Age 18-44, no children under 18
Age 18-44, children under 18..
Age 45 and over, no children under 18.







































































































































































1 Includes purchasers of items listed individually and of other
major household appliances.
2 Age refers to head of spending unit. Includes only spending
units in which both husband and wife are present.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 20
CONSUMER PLANS TO PURCHASE DURABLE GOODS AND NONFARM HOUSES WITHIN INCOME GROUPS
 1
[Prospective purchasers as a percentage of spending units]













































































$2,800 $2,700 $800 $700 $300 $300
1 Includes spending units planning definitely, probably, or possibly
to buy and those having already bought in* Survey year.
2 Includes nonfarm spending units only.
3 Based on spending units that have bought, will buy, or will
probably buy automobiles, and spending units that have bought,
will buy, will probably, or will possibly buy other items. These
medians differ from those shown in the "Preliminary Findings" pub-
lished in the March BULLETIN. The medians shown in this table
were computed from complete listings; those in the March article
were interpolated from bracket amounts, and in addition, the 1957
data were not based on the full sample.
4 Data not available.
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